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Abstract 
This  auto-ethnographic  paper  intends  to bring forward trust and control issues in a practical setting of a communications 
department of a Dutch municipal organization. The current situation entails that management in the municipality approaches IT 
projects from  a  linear  and  reductionist  perspective,  assuming  that  the  world is controllable, predictable and manageable. 
Experience has shown that these projects often do not lead to the desired results. In this paper we discuss the balance between 
trust and control that is essential for sustainable change management, but it is important to note that this balance is context 
dependent  and can only be achieved by learning from our own behavior by reflecting on our thoughts and actions. This 
approach, which puts practical experience in the centre, is based on insights from complex responsive processes theory, could 
lead  to  more  sustainable  project  management,  and  allows  us  to  explore  what  is  really  going  on  within  the  municipal 
organization. 
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1. Introduction 
In the described process we learned that attempting to change people’s behavior by communicating through a 
technological instrument turned out to be ineffective. In the paper we describe another perspective on leadership 
during IT change processes. The current management style in the municipal organization is predominantly  a power 
over approach with a top down hierarchical culture. One of the practical consequences of this approach is that it 
reduces employee initiatives and prevents them from reverting to more successful change behavior. We want to 
argue that if change managers would use their power to facilitate the change process the involved employees would 
feel more secure to stick out their necks to explore new IT territories. The narrative describes an IT project called 
“Visual Management”, in which a power over style was used. The project was controlled and regulated by managers 
that were high up in the municipal hierarchy. Leadership was strictly power related; the managers gave the orders, 
and the employees had to comply, an example of command and control. The project entailed the installation of a 
screen, good visible for the entire group, which displayed the workload of the employees, in order to make them 
more productive. The employees however, felt mistrusted, and eventually sabotaged the screen. The Visual 
management projects seemed to fail because management chose to one-sidedly rely on control instruments in order 
to change the behavior of the employees, instead of involving the employees in the project.   
The paradox of the distorting effect entails: the more influence management wants to have on the primary 
process, the more the distorting effects increase (Korsten, 2007).  One of the reasons is that employees attempt to 
reject performance measures in which they are directly and individually the object of measurement.  Professionals 
will become defensive arguing that the performance is a result of a co-production with others, affected by 
circumstances and having a dynamic. Paying more and better attention how people interact and the hidden aspects of 
behavior, as presented in the complex responsive processes theory can lead to potentially better results (Stacey, 
Griffin, & Shaw, 2000; Stacey, 2012; Groot, 2011). Our goal of describing this event is to show what really 
happened during this change project, instead of completely relying on technological forecasting. Instead of  focusing 
on the common rationalities  of the decision-making process, we focus  on local interactions between people within 
the municipal context. By looking at these unpredictable interactions between people that create their own 
psychological and social reality from a complex responsive process theory perspective, new insights might possibly 
emerge, leading to a better understanding of social implications of technological project developments.  The story is 
written as a narrative using an auto-ethnographic approach from the perspective of one of the authors (WB) as a 
senior project manager in the project ‘Visual Management’. Thereafter the narrative is reflected on by both authors. 
2.  A narrative of a municipal change project 
As the IT manager of the organization I (WB) got involved in the project when I received an invitation to join the 
project group ‘Visual Management’ by e-mail from the manager Citizen Affairs (who I will call Karin), a member  
of  the  management  team.  In  this  e-mail,  Karin  wrote  that  she  wanted  to  start the project Visual Management, 
in order to increase the performance of the ‘Work’ department, by installing a screen that displayed the workload of 
the department. The management was dissatisfied with the performance of the employees of the Work department, 
because the number of people who received welfare had increased a lot, while the amount of people who got a job 
thanks to the department decreased. According to the management, better control instruments would be the solution 
to increase the performance of the employees. After everybody had shortly introduced themselves, Karin started her 
presentation about the state of affairs of the Work department, which she manages. The management was not 
satisfied with the present results. Karin soon started talking about control instruments, which could save the 
department, or that is how Karin put it at least. After everybody did their presentations, Karin started to formally 
explain how control instruments work. She was standing bolt upright and made gestures like a teacher in front of a 
class of pupils that had to be convinced.  The  project group kept silent, but I noticed that some project members 
shook their head out of rejection. A month later, the screen was finally in use, after being introduced by Karin. The 
employees started to make agreements about what to do when the number on the screen increased. They decided that 
they all had to their work more quickly. They stuck to their agreements for a couple weeks. But slowly but surely the 
department became more restless, because the number on the screen was not declining but increasing steadily. 
Management started to become more critical of the results, and they decided to set higher standards. This sparked a 
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discussion within the department. The number created the wrong image, because it went up every day for 
inexplicable reasons, which increased the irritation among the employees. A stream of negativity gradually emerged, 
and it could not be stopped. Employees of other departments started to cynically react to the screen, during their 
lunch breaks. There were remarks like: “The iron arm of the management who controls the department”. The screen 
became the talk of the day, and received a disproportionate amount of attention, until it eventually escalated. 
A couple  of weeks after the screen was installed, the project took an unexpected turn. One of the employees had 
switched the screen off. Surprised, I asked one of the employees what was going on. The employee informed me that 
he had turned off the screen. The tension in the department grew because the figure on the screen increased 
continuously and they were receiving more and more remarks from the department managers. ‘I have taken the 
initiative to disconnect the screen in the interest of the department.’ He said this with his head held high while 
proudly looking around. He seemed like the hero of the department. It was not an impulsive act, but a very deliberate 
one, he said: “We don’t want to be treated this way; I’m not interested in what the management thinks about it”. 
Another, somewhat frustrated employee said: “Management should not think that we will work harder this way, they 
can forget about that’. The screen had the opposite effect, it arose frustration. “If management thinks that our 
performances must be measured, than that means that there is no trust in this new culture, but   only distrust”, said 
another employee who joined the discussion. Two weeks later, I spoke with Karin, and she told me that she would 
have never expected that someone would switch off the screen. Karin started asking questions about the project. She 
leaned back and looked relaxed, but her question revealed her true feelings about the project. Karin wanted to know 
who had switched off the screen. She said that she did not expect so much negativity. It seemed that Karin did not 
comprehend the reactions of the employees. The screen is still there but remained switched off until today. The 
results have returned to their normal levels  which seems to be some kind of paradox. 
3. Reflecting on the narrative 
The management seemed to think that by showing numbers on the screen, they could directly influence the 
behavior of the employees, leading to a more productive workforce. In reality, the employees did not react uniformly 
to the screen; they all attached their own meanings to the instrument. As Homan illustrates, employees are seen as 
resources: As resources, people do not have meaning on their own, they only acquire meaning when the managers 
have unfolded their plans (Homan, 2013). People do not universally react to situations, but are strongly influenced 
by the context of their environment. This led to protests among the employees, resulting in one of them switching off 
the screen. All as a reaction to the management’s urge to control from a distance. This narrative also illustrates how 
the management approaches IT projects from a reductionist perspective, which means that they try to cope with 
complexity by reducing reality to essential unchangeable and eternal elements. The Visual Management project was 
set up from this reductionist perspective. The reductionist perspective to project management often leads to projects 
with a design approach. 
3.1  My role as a senior project manager 
In my role as a senior project manager I had my doubts about  the project. It reminded me of what Scott (1999) 
calls high modernist ideology, which he describes as: a version of the self-confidence about scientific and technical 
progress [and] the mastery of nature (including human nature) (Scott, 1999). The management did not respond to the 
attitude of the employees, and I think that is why the project did not turn out to be a success. I felt an internal 
struggle about what I was doing. This internal struggle grew because of the behavior of the management. I analyzed 
a project meaning in which I participated using Argyris’ (1995) left/right case methodology, which is presented in 
Table 1. In the right hand column I wrote what happened, who said and did what? Then in the left hand column, I 
wrote down my thoughts and feelings that I experienced at that time. 
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       Table 1. Analysis of a project meeting. 
My thoughts and feelings What happened, who said and did what? 
a) Which meaning do control instruments have and on 
which presumptions is that meaning based? My 
experiences during other projects make it seem that 
control instruments have an instrumental function and are 
used as a device to control the performance of employees. 
b) The way in which the manager uses the term ‘control 
instruments’ does not suit reality. In my eyes, we cannot 
manage performance. We are dealing with the behaviour 
of people and that cannot be controlled with an 
instrument. 
c) Manager’s answer gives me the feeling that there are high 
expectations of the control instruments. Can we live up to 
those expectations? 
The side effects, the shadow side of control instruments is 
not considered. The underlying question is: Why does no 
one pay attention to this? 
d) Wouldn’t this reduce the fading trust of the employees 
even more? This approach gives me a dissatisfied feeling. 
Will the employees work harder and more efficient? Or 
will the employees attempt to hide their mistakes, without 
saying anything? The manager ignores the possible 
consequences. 
e) This answer gives me the feeling that there is a dominant 
management which does not trust the employees. The 
manager simplifies decisions. It is a type of opportunism; 
She sees control instruments as a type of medication, 
which she can use to get control over the division. 
a) I: What do you want to achieve by using control 
instruments? 
b) Manager: As a council organization we must work 
more efficient and effective. A lot is wasted at the 
moment. We want to have more control and we can 
achieve that by applying control instruments. We can 
then confront employees with their responsibilities. 
c) Manager: We want to make employees more aware of 
what they are doing. A big screen shall be placed on the 
work floor, so that all employees can see what their 
performances are. This will create a sense of cohesion 
among the employees. One big number shall be shown 
on the screen: the workload of the employees. The 
power lies in its limitation 
d) I: What do the employees think of this? 
Manager: We as management, are responsible and we 
think it is important that awareness is created among 
employees. But we do not need approval from the 
employees for this. 
e) I: I will surely cooperate, but I am not responsible for 
the effects. 
Manager: Does not seem a problem to me, we can cater 
for that. We shall adjust the planning and take action in 
order to execute the project according to plan. 
  
This left hand, right hand column provided some insights about whether thoughts and the conversation were 
connected in any way. The manager’s answer on the question about her justification for the approach, made me 
realize that I felt not taken seriously as a senior project manager, because she ignored my question. This made me 
also feel less connected to the project, as the conversation progressed. Using this analysis, I reflected and realized 
that my thoughts were different from what I indicated towards the manager. After the project meeting, I kept up the 
appearance of being enthusiastic, I wanted to avoid conflict. I felt anxious and paranoid, and because of that I kept 
quiet.  I experienced an internal struggle, because on the one hand I wanted that employees would be included, but 
on the other hand I realized that I would lose control because of that. Eventually, I chose to maintain my apparent 
control, by showing the management that I was following the project plan. Stacey & Griffin (2006) very well 
describe the anxiety that I felt at that time: “Managers may then feel that they are failing and inadequate in their roles 
because the only legitimate discourse available may be one predicated upon controlling the achievement of specified 
targets”. Having no control seems to be a disqualification of a manager. Stacey & Griffin state: a continuous state of 
‘not knowing’ and not being ‘in control’ is characteristic of his life as a manager. I did not feel like I was in control, 
but did not want anyone to notice because people expect project managers to be in control, what Streatfield (2001) 
calls “the paradox of control: to be in control and not in control at the same time”. In this case, the paradox entailed 
that I used control instruments even though I knew that total control is an illusion. I wanted to legitimize myself 
towards the management, so that I did not have  to admit that I had a lack of control during the project.  The Visual 
Management project demonstrates how the employees are part of a web of interdependencies, from which patterns 
and local interactions emerge. These local interactions lead to conflicts during the project, because the intentions of 
the management are not interpreted in the same way by the employees. Mowles’ (2011) insights further illustrate 
this: “Given the large number of people involved in complicated social processes such as international development, 
and the degree of complexity that arises as a consequence of their many and conflicting intentions, it comes as no 
surprise that our actions will bring about things we intend as well as things we would like to prevent”. 
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So if a lot of people are involved in a social process, this means that there will be a lot of local interactions which 
can cause unpredictable interaction patterns, which will not be recognized or acknowledged by the management. 
These patterns of interaction form and are the result of emergence at the same time. An important aspect of 
emergence is synergism, which is the combination of effects of entities that collaborate. This collaboration creates 
new effects. A melody is a good example. It consists of a number of notes (entities) that work together, which 
creates music. This phenomenon, that the whole is more than the sum of its parts, is also an important part of 
emergence, Emergent qualities are not traceable or deducible. The result and the point of emergence is also 
unpredictable. Moreover, emergent qualities are not determined in advance, but are the effect of the complex 
dynamic developments,  like a municipal organization. In the municipal organization, the interaction between 
employees developed emergent behavior, in the described resulting in an employee who switched off the screen.  
This emergent behavior has not explicably been caused by the orders of other people. Management cannot 
manage this emergent behavior. Heylighen (1989) asks the important question: How can a characteristic become 
emergent, instead of being emergent? He thinks the answer lays in self-organization, in which emergence plays an 
important part. Heylighen sees self-organization as a process that operates on two levels: “[self-organization is] 
characterized by a mere two-level structure: the microscopic level where a multitude of building blocks or elements 
[…] interact, and the macroscopic level where these interactions lead to certain global patterns of organization (e.g. a 
dissipative structure)”. Within the municipal organization, the individual actions of the employees can be considered 
as the microscopic level, while the eventual result of these actions can be seen as an example of the macroscopic 
level. 
4.  From  autoethnographic approach to analysing the narrative 
Complex responsive process theory offers another way of exploring organizational reality, by perceiving the 
municipality as patterns of local interactions between groups and individuals, who are in turn shaped by power, 
ideology and identity (Stacey, 2012). It helps in understanding why IT projects in large organizations often fail, in 
the hope to reach more success by a good balance between trust and control by changing the culture of such 
municipal organizations. This paper is based on an auto ethnographic approach, which Maréchal defines as: a form 
or method that involves self-observation and reflexive instigation in the context of ethnographic fieldwork and 
writing (Garance, 2010). In the context of this paper, the self-observations entails the narrative account written by an 
IT director about his daily experiences in the municipal organization. According to Stacey (2005) the description of 
the narrative allows for a “greater understanding of what we are doing together and why we are doing it in a 
particular way”. 
In this paper we argue that a shift in thinking about project management might be important. The challenge is to 
accept that there is not one linear way of approaching projects, and instead embrace their inherent complexity. We 
do not argue that managers cannot make plans, but they need to accept the complexity during the execution of these 
plans and deal with this as part of the interdependent community they are part of. We have to break with the habit of 
focusing on stability, clearing the way for new insights about projects, focusing on the here and now instead of 
trying to predict the future. It is a process in which local interaction between parts of the organization produce 
emergent behavioural patterns of the holistic whole, without blueprint thinking in any shape or form. It is a process 
of learning which puts the reflection on your own experience in the centre to better understand what is really going 
on in the organization. 
5.  Discourses of Control, Trust and Culture 
The reflexive instigation of the narrative in which more people can be involved, in this case the co-author, allows 
for a deeper understanding of what is really going on. From this instigation, three key concepts emerged. These 
concepts are: 1) Trust, I (WB) experienced there was a sense of mutual distrust between the management and the 
employees. The employees felt mistrusted and humiliated and switched off the screen, which is also expressions of 
power. 2) Control, which is urged by managers and explains their reliance on instruments and models, in order to 
achieve a sense of security. 3) Culture, since change projects have become ingrained in the municipal  culture,  they  
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are  taken  for  granted  without  discussion. The findings that emerged from the auto ethnographic approach are then 
connected to the literature about complex responsive process theory, offering a different perspective on 
organizations and approaches to IT projects.  
The concepts of trust, control and culture are interwoven,  and,  according  to  Edelenbos & Eshuis (2011) it is 
important to approach trust and control in specific appearances and combinations, not as general and isolated 
concepts. In decision-making processes, control and trust are concepts that can strengthen and weaken one another. I 
want to study the mutual relation between control and trust in the local interactions, and the influence of the 
municipal context on this mutual relation. This paragraph describes the key concepts in this paper, and aims to 
explore the influence that control, trust and culture exert on each other. By examining these influences, we can gain 
more insight in the balance between these three concepts. This insight allows us to gain a better understanding of 
what is going in the municipality. 
5.1. Control 
The first concept is control, and the lack of belief in change processes among employees and managers. This 
paper indicates that more control results in less room for the development of employees. My experience tells that the 
management believes that control and constraint are the best way to handle the uncertainty and unpredictability of 
projects. To remove the uncertainty and unpredictability by making plans, developing models and utilizing 
instruments. The change processes focuses on the achievement of one goal: the realization of predictable 
consequences. It has become clear in practice that this is almost impossible. The word ‘control’ is very ambiguous. 
From the traditional perspective, it is seen as a cybernetic process. According to Green & Welsh (1988), a cybernetic 
process is a: 
“process in which a feedback loop is represented by using standards of performance, measuring system 
performance, comparing that performance to standards, feeding back information about unwanted variances in 
the system, and modifying the system’s comportment”. 
From this perspective, control is a process based on normative values, which are used as a gauge of the 
performance of an organization. By comparing the performance with the values, the process can be adjusted, which 
allows the organization to perform. The working method of the current management within the municipal 
organization is analogue to the traditional approach of control. This narrative is a good example, because the screen 
was used as a gauge of normative values. I noticed this, because the management repeatedly attempts to manage 
based on objective data in order to steer the performance of the employees. The management assumed that installing 
the screen and presenting the performance data would create some kind of consciousness, which would lead to better 
performing employees. In practice, the screen did not have the desired effect, which surprised the management. I 
think that the management underestimated the meaning of the interaction between the employees and the screen, 
which caused a conflict between the management and the employees. This illustrates that a small project, like 
installing a technological object, can have a big impact on a department. Another observation is that management 
positioned themselves more or less outside the group who had to deal with the screen. 
From a traditional view on management, management is seen as the programmer who gives instructions from the 
outside. Instead of seeing control from a cybernetic perspective, complex responsive process theory views control 
differently. Complex responsive process theory approaches managers as participants in the process of relating, 
meaning that human relations are considered responsive instead of adaptive. People do not blindly follow orders, 
they are responsive. Being in control seems to be one of the cult values within the municipal organization, 
specifically among the managers. They constantly strive to find control, while knowing that total control is an 
illusion. Because cult values (Stacey, 2010) are idealizations, the only exist in reality when they are functionalized, 
meaning that people act along their own interpretations of cult values. From this point of view, the use of normative 
models and cybernetic systems can be seen as the functionalized form of control as a cult value.  
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5.2. Trust 
The second concept is trust. Literature is ambiguous about what trust entails. For example, trust as an optimistic 
expectation, trust as an interpersonal relation or trust and social structure (Hope, Bunce, & Röösli, 2011). This paper 
focuses on what meaning is ascribed to trust in the interactions between people. Trust is not a concept that can be 
mechanically generated, according to Stacey (2005): trust […] cannot be installed; it emerges in the experience of 
interaction. In daily life trust is often an positive connotation about openness and honesty between people. Trust can 
been seen as a form of social capital that enhances performance between individuals, within and among groups, and 
in organizations (Hurley, 2011). Trust is not an isolated concept, “trust forms the basis for and the outcome of 
interaction between people (Edelenbos & Eshuis, 2011). From our perspective, it seems like there is a lack of trust 
between the employees and the management within the municipal organization. A possible explanation could be the 
management’s reliance on normative models and cybernetic systems. I noticed that employees interpret this 
excessive use of control instruments as a lack of trust, fueling mistrust against the management. 
5.3. Culture 
The third concept, culture, is seen as an identifiable object that the organization has, within the municipal 
organization.  This view assumes that culture can be shaped and remotely controlled with technological instruments. 
According to Hofstede (1980) culture is: “the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members 
of one group or category of people from another.” Culture is taught, and is primarily determined by one’s social 
environment. It emerges in a rather organic way, according Pieterse (2014). 
From a complexity perspective, culture is not something a organization ‘has’, but rather manifests itself in the 
behavior and the interactions of people that make up the organization, as Stacey illustrates: “Culture and social 
structure [can be seen as] repetitive and enduring values, beliefs, traditions, habits, routines and procedures”. From a 
complex responsive process perspective, these are all social acts. They are couplings of gesture and response of a 
predictable, highly repetitive kind. They do not exist in any meaningful way in a store anywhere but, rather, they are 
continually reproduced in the interaction between people (Stacey, 2001). Culture is thus shaped in the local 
interactions between people in the municipal organization, but shapes these interactions at the same time. In these 
interactions, cult values emerge, which Stacey (2005) defines as: “idealizations that emerge in the evolution of a 
society and present people with the image of an idealized future shorn of all constraints “. It is therefore important to 
approach culture as a constantly evolving concept that is reflected in the interactions between people, rather than as a 
static thing with distinct characteristics. Within the municipal organization trust and control play an important role, 
and they influence each other in a co-evolutionary manner.  
This paper examines the interaction between control and trust in the behavior and interaction between people and 
within the municipal organization, to better understand what is happening in the larger cultural context of the 
organization. People are on the one hand influenced by cultural aspects such as shared traditions, values, routines 
and procedures, but at the same time they form these aspects themselves, in their personal interactions within the 
organization. 
5.4.  Trust and Control intertwined 
The process shows that control, trust and culture in change management are intertwined in municipal 
organizations, and have a strong influence on the interactions within the organization.  In the context of the 
municipal organization, the use of control instruments seemed to fuel mistrust, which was illustrated by the hostile 
attitude of the employees who were affected by the screen. It seemed like the management tried to influence the 
employees from an outsider’s perspective. They were convinced that their approach would increase productivity, but 
they ignored the employees’ perspective. It was almost as if they thought they were the elite who decided what was 
best for the people. While the relation between trust and control seems clear in this context, the reality is more 
complex than that, as the literature about the relationship between trust and control suggest. On one hand scholars 
stress the mutual exclusive relationship between trust and control: Emphasis on control mechanism would lead to a 
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decrease in trust (Edelenbos & Eshuis, 2011).  On the other hand, scholars underline that the relationship between 
trust and control is complex and that trust and control can have a mutually positive reinforcing relationship : 
Informal and social forms of control can increase trust between actors in interaction processes (Edelenbos & Eshuis, 
2011). There is thus no generalizable relation between trust and control. Trust and control influence each other in a 
continuous, uncontrollable and unpredictable way, the outcome of their interplay is unknown until it emerges. The 
interplay between trust and control is thus a process of coevolution, as Edelenbos & Eshuis (2011) illustrates: “Trust 
and control are related through complex and contingent causation, resulting in divergent paths of coevolution”. 
6. Conclusion 
In this paper we share some unexpected negative consequences of  technological forecasting as main technique  
to achieve change within the municipal organization. For sustainable change, it is essential to balance control, trust 
and culture and reduce thinking in terms of control. The reflection on the narrative illustrates that a misbalance 
between these concepts results in conflicts, which can obstruct successful change in the organization. In order to 
balance control, trust and culture, it is more important  to focus on the local interaction between people in the 
organization.  
Critically reflecting on one’s own actions and behavior, and the actions and behavior of other people might be 
fruitful in understanding the importance of  a balance between control, trust and culture. The narrative and the 
reflections show that  there were different perceptions about the control instruments  that led to a conflict between 
the management and the employees. Even if the perceptions are the same, they can discuss them, but they still have 
their individual blind spots (an inability to “see” a particular item) and might even unconsciously share blind spots 
[...] Such factors can become sources for misperception (Ulijn & St. Amant, 2000).  
We argue that  looking at change projects from a complex responsive process perspective can help giving a better 
understanding of what is really going on, instead of the traditional perspective which only focuses on plans, 
blueprints and models. One of the most important aspects of complex responsive process theory is the focus on the 
role of the individual in the interdependent context of groups that the individual is part of.  By looking at these 
elements of projects, it becomes clear that emergent patterns arise in local interactions on micro level in the 
organization.  These patterns of interactions shape the social world that we are part of.  The key skill of management 
and leadership therefore becomes the skill of participating effectively with others in the processes in which new 
meaning potentially emerges, and during which the participants may be potentially changed.  As Homan & Groot 
(2012) suggest, this enables managers to become part of what is managed, and allows them to explore the socio-
psychological power dynamics which shape the emerging strategic patterns that define the organization. This enables 
them to manage from an insider’s instead of an outsider’s perspective. Thus, from the insider perspective we are 
making practical judgements in our own actions which emerge in our local interactions that no one can completely  
control.  
With introducing a complex responsive processes view we want to emphasize that is important to stay directly 
connected to the micro worlds we are part of and understand that managers can only play an influential part in the 
many local processes they can or will participate in and cannot control or design their preferred organizational 
settings (Groot, 2011). 
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